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PREFACE

This short report sets out the current known position with regards to the Native Woods of Scotland Survey (NWSS) in February 2019, how that compares to targets, and what has changed since the time of NWSS survey.
Group Secretary:

Victor Clements, Mamie’s Cottage, Taybridge Terrace, Aberfeldy,  PH15 2BS
Tel (01887) 829 361   victor@nativewoods.co.uk  
Introduction
This report sets out the current position with regards to NWSS within the Breadalbane DMG. The 2019 SNH re-assessment process requires that all DMG areas identify and quantify their woodland resource, map this, and record what proportion of the whole is native woodland. The assessment process requires that DMG areas then present an analysis of this information, and set out what each area can do by way of ensuring that 60% of woods are in satisfactory condition. It is not a requirement that any remedial action is taken before re-assessment.

The existing Deer Management Plan, located at: http://breadalbanedmg.deer-management.co.uk/ sets out what the position was in 2015 in the Background/ Policies document, and records what actions might be taken forwards to bring more woods in to better condition.

The DMP reflects the understanding of the NWSS database at that point, which was somewhat confused. The account now given reflects a much better understanding of the NWSS database, and the various variations of the information that are available.

As well as looking at the condition of native woodlands in the wider (non designated) environment, this report makes comment on a number of the designated woodland sites, and provides an account of woodland creation since 2015. A fuller account of designated sites can be found in the report: Appendix 3. BDMG Designated Sites- February 2019 Update, and the current condition of individual features can be seen at: Appendix 6. Monitoring of Designated features February 2019.
Current Position
There are approx 14,750 hectares of woodland within the BDMG area (2015 data), covering 16 % of the area of the Group (National Forestry Inventory, NFI). This is very similar to the national average of c 18.5 %, considering the relatively high proportion of high mountain tops and designated features that would not be suitable for planting in comparison to many other parts of the country. The 14,750 ha includes all recently planted woodland.

Of the total woodland area, 990 hectares is under an agreed management regime through an SRDP Forest Plan or Management Plan since 2008. There were 791 hectares under an SFGS management plan from 2003-7. There was a very high proportion of the DMG woodland  (5927 ha) under some sort of management in the WGS 3 scheme from 1995-2004, with 1009 ha in the WGS 2 scheme and only 78 ha under WGS 1. This represents a high proportion of the DMG woodland in active management, especially in the WGS 3 period.  In addition, there are approx 8000 ha of non native trees in FE Tay Forest District woodlands locally, which are actively managed and have been significantly felled and restocked in the past decade or so. Given the extent of recent woodland creation, the total area of woodland  under active management is actually a very large proportion of the total mature woodland resource.
As an alternative means of quantifying active management, 407 hectares of woodland within the DMG has been subject to a felling or thinning license between 1998 and 2011, but with only 64 ha subject to licence from 2012-14. (Woodlands covered by a Forest Plan do not require a separate felling licence).

NWSS Impacts

Of the total native woodland area of 8140 ha in the BDMG area (the total surveyed under NWSS), the following herbivore impact levels are currently given:

Low: 1373 ha or 17%
Medium: 3522 ha or 43%
High: 1312 ha or 16%
Very High: 1934 ha or 24%
60% of native woodlands overall therefore show low or medium herbivore impact levels, which is exactly on the target for woods in satisfactory condition across the country.

However, this figure includes designated sites, and it also includes areas of PAWS (Plantations on Ancient Woodland Sites) woodland, some “nearly native woodland” and some woodland with less than 20% canopy.

Designated woodland sites

The 60% Scottish Government target refers to native woodlands outwith designated sites.

For designated sites within Breadalbane, the following herbivore impact are noted:

Low: 217 ha or 11%
Medium: 458 ha or 23%
High: 772 ha or 38%
Very High: 559 ha or 28%
Of the total 2006 ha of native woodland within designated sites, this suggests that only 34% is at low or medium impacts, and 66% at High or Very High impacts. This represents one of the most heavily impacted areas of designated woodland in the country.

However, the woodland area that is heavily impacted is very skewed by one site, the Black Wood of Rannoch SSSI/ SAC, managed by Forest Enterprise. Almost all impacts within the Black Wood are High or Very High, and yet almost all the designated features at both SSSI  and SAC level are in Favourable condition. The only feature to be Unfavourable is the Upland birch woodland, considered only to be Unfavourable because of a small section on private ground which has since been incorporated in to a significant woodland regeneration scheme (FES pers comm). The Black Wood is one of a number of examples in Breadalbane where the NWSS data is at odds with the current status of the designated sites. Indeed, the Black Wood is perhaps the most significant example of this in the country, and superficially, reflects badly on both FES and the deer group, unnecessarily so when the site is very clearly in good condition.
It is therefore suggested that the NWSS data for the Black Wood is misleading, and changing this c 1000 ha to Low/ Medium impacts would give 83% of the designated woods at satisfactory impact levels. This calculation shows just how much the data can be impacted by just one site.

In addition to this, it is known that the following changes have taken place since NWSS survey within the designated sites:

1 On the Meall na Samhna site, there is a woodland enclosure which is deer proof and where regeneration has successfuuly established in recent years. The area of high impact woodland here is 15 ha.

2 In the Lochay Woods SSSI, the three large woodland exclosures created in 2009 include 57 ha of highly impacted woodland, which should now be low impact.

3 The large woodland enclosure created at Meggernie encloses 66 ha of designated woodland at high impacts, and this should now be moved to low impacts.

In total, these changes amount to 138 ha. This would leave the proportion of low/ medium impacts within designated sites to be 90%, noting the special circumstances relating to the Black Wood.
The Glen Lyon Woods SSSI is currently being taken forwards in to an FGS application. Interestingly, although much of that site is obviously very highly impacted by both deer and sheep, the NWSS rating is all Low/ Medium, which cannot be considered to be the case in practice, and it is likely that this was the position at NWSS survey. This site, combined with the Black Wood of Rannoch, illustrates some of the very important discrepancies relating to the NWSS impacts noted, with impacts being both over and under recorded to a very significant degree.
Native Woods outwith Designated sites

The following impacts are noted for all native woodlands outwith designated sites, including nearly native, PAWS and woods with less than 20% canopy:
Low: 1156 ha or 22%
Medium: 3064 ha or 50%
High: 540 ha or 9%
Very High: 1375 ha or 19%
Of the total 6135 ha, 69% of woods where are Low/ Medium impacts at the time of NWSS survey, well above the target of 60%.
If the nearly native, PAWS and woods less than 20% canopy are excluded, then the following impacts are noted:

Low: 917 ha or 18%
Medium: 2538 ha or 50%
High: 501 ha or 10%
Very High: 1155 ha or 22%
Of the total 5111 ha, 68% are noted as having Low/ Medium impacts, which is very similar to the previous set of figures. The difference of 1024 ha is located mostly within the FES South Rannoch block, and mostly applies to PAWS woodland. The ridge of Drummond Hill is another notable site excluded.
Whichever dataset is used, the picture for Breadalbane DMG is very similar.
These areas are shown on 11. BDMG Herbivore Impact woods outwith designated sites.
Site Specifics

Within the Breadalbane DMP, a number of key woodland sites have been identified, and progress with these is noted below. These areas and a number of other key woodland complexes are located on the map, 12. BDMG Key Herbivore Impacts Map.
The following text has been copied from the deer management plan. Updates to this account have been given in red. The commentary refers to a number of issues which affect satisfactory status, not just herbivore impacts. This is important in understanding the overall context of native woodlands within Breadalbane.

The young planted pinewood between Lochs Estate and Finnart (Area A)
This young pinewood is approx 12-15 years old (2015), planted with a mixture of Scots Pine and broadleaves, and is currently behind deer proof fences. A number of riparian woodland remnants have taken advantage of the enclosure to regenerate as well. The area extends to approx 360 ha.

The woodland is not considered to be in satisfactory condition because the canopy cover is given as 40%. This is simply a function of the young age structure of the woodland, especially as areas of the wood, while healthy, are growing relatively slowly. It could therefore be expected that as the trees grow and start to mature, that the canopy cover will increase to above 50%, moving the woodland in to satisfactory condition as per SNH definition. At some future point, this woodland is likely to be opened up again for deer shelter, at which point a woodland that is partly wooded and partly open will serve that purpose very well. Meggernie and Lochs Estates are cautious about opening up pinewood areas, and it is likely that this wood will remain fenced off for the duration of this deer management plan, certainly for at least another ten years.
South Rannoch (Area B)
To the east of the Black Wood of Rannoch SSSI/ SAC lies a huge swath of what is essentially PAWS woodland, an ancient woodland site with non- native conifers planted on it. Almost all of this area is on the NWSS database. The greater part of the area has been felled within the last 10 years or so, and has successfully regenerated with birch and other broadleaves. The herbivore impact on this area is medium, although the birch regeneration is especially dense over much of the area. Between these regenerating areas are retained stands of conifers which, as part of the PAWS restoration, will be gradually thinned or felled as part of the overall restoration management plan. The mix between these areas and the birch regeneration is so intimate that they could be regarded as being at medium herbivore impact as well. There are over 500 ha of such plantations within this overall matrix, PAWS or equivalent areas that are on the NWSS database, and which can be considered to be in appropriate management leading to satisfactory condition.
Between these two areas above, there are 860 ha of native woodlands in the wider countryside that will either move in to satisfactory condition just by being given time to grow, or by appropriate PAWS management which is in hand. The former site suggests that there will also be a series of smaller native woodland plantings that will move in to satisfactory condition as well as they grow and then mature.

In addition to the above, there are two areas of woodland at low/ medium impacts were “satisfactory” condition may either eventually evolve through increases in canopy, or where it might not actually be desirable to achieve a reduction in non- native species.

The upland native woodland planting at Kirkton (Area C)
This extensive native woodland planting was initiated in the mid 1990’s with the intention of introducing sheep in to the woodland area as an alternative to away- wintering, once the trees became established. It is a large area, of approx 135 ha.
The site is at a high altitude, and establishment has been very slow. It is likely to be many years, if not decades, before the trees are beyond browsing height. The area is protected against deer by an electrified deer fence, but this is sometimes breached, and significant numbers of deer can sometimes enter and have to be culled. SRUC are persevering with the site, and it will be many years before the canopy closes and the area fits the definition of “satisfactory” condition. Current herbivore impacts are listed as “low/ medium”. Since 2015, SRUC have continued to cull any deer entering the enclosure, accounting for one of the largest deer culls in the South sub area. The woodland remains slow to establish however, and as noted, it is likely to be several decades before it can be considered to be secure. It is a very difficult site.
The main ridge on Drummond Hill (Area D)
Over 250 ha of the main ridge on Drummond Hill is on the NWSS database. It is mainly Scots Pine of plantation origin, but has a very strong pinewood feel, and is part of the key capercaillie area in Perthshire. Indeed, this is where capecaillie were re-introduced in 1837.

Scattered and mixed through the Scots Pine is Norway Spruce and larch, and it is this proportion of non-native species which marks this area down as not being in “satisfactory” condition as the herbivore impacts are low/ medium.  The spruce and larch trees increase the value of the site for capercaillie, in that they produce shelter and hiding places among the pine trees, including shelter/ hiding places at ground level. The ridge would be a more windy and cold place without them. The current mixture, while not native to Scotland, has a strong Scandinavian character about it, and capercaillie are one species that benefit from this sort of mixture.

While FE intend to manage both the larch and spruce so that they do not take over the stand, they will retain a proportion of each species. This will diversify the conservation and amenity quality of the site, but it will ensure that the area will not meet the NWSS definition of “satisfactory” because of the proportion of non- native species. This is a good example of the “rules” not really reflecting the conservation interests of the site. In this situation, the proportion of non native conifers should certainly be retained.
Finally, there are six significant clusters of native woodland areas within the DMG where herbivore pressures are high or very high. Two of these are within designated sites, four are outwith designated sites. All of these will be given some consideration in the production of this plan.
The two designated woodland areas are:

The Black Wood of Rannoch SSSI/ SAC):  1130 ha,  of which 760 ha on FE land   (Area 1)
Glen Lochay Woods SSSI: 118 ha within the SSSI, plus an approx 115 ha outwith    (Area 6)
The four undesignated woodland complexes are:

The Innerhadden Estate birch woods: 68 ha   (Area 2)
The Kynachan birchwoods along the River Tummel:
c 200 ha.   (Area 3)
The Dun Coillich planted native woodlands     c 92 ha       (Area 4)

The Meggernie Birchwoods    74 ha plus 71 ha birch/ conifer mix    (Area 5)
The Black Wood of Rannoch SSSI/ SAC (Area 1)
The greater part of this area within FE ownership is down as High impact within the NWSS database, with that part on Finnart Estate down as Very High impact. Overall, there is approx 1000 ha at High impact, and 130 ha at Very High Impact. This wood is considered previously in this document.
There is a contradiction between this assessment and the SCM status of the site which assesses the pinewood and associated features as Favourable maintained, although the upland birch woodland is assessed as unfavourable. (Suggest this is now re-assessed).
Most of this area is managed as one unit with the rest of South Rannoch, which has very profuse birch regeneration, and the herbivore impacts are deemed to be only medium. It would therefore seem that the unfavourable/ unsatisfactory condition of the birch element within the main pinewood area is partly a function of the lesser critical area of the species there, and if the seed source and ground conditions where more amenable, then perhaps a greater proportion of broadleaves would get away.

There is clearly a complicated picture here, and it would be unfair to imply that the unsatisfactory condition of over 1000 ha was purely a deer management issue, when control in the area is already very high, and the important pinewood element is doing very well.

It is argued here that the NWSS assessment of the FE part of the Black Wood being at High Impact levels is misleading.

It is understood that the part of the  SSSI/ SAC on Finnart Estate is grazed more heavily and that this is where the greater part of the birch woodland is. (SRDP regeneration scheme introduced in this area).
FE will be doing more monitoring work within this area and reporting back on it in early 2016. Important detail from that monitoring will be incorporated in to this report. (Information to be incorporated).
Glen Lochay Woods SSSI (Area 6)
The lower half of Glen Lochay is very extensively wooded, and constitutes the largest area of native broadleaved woodland in the Stirling district area. The age profile of the woodlands would suggest a high proportion of pole stage and mature trees with relatively few that are in decline or senescent, although a range of ages is present and relatively little young unsecured regeneration exists. A very strong pulse of woodland seems to have become established 50-60 years ago, mostly birch, but ash, hazel and alder as well, along with willows which characterize much of the glen. The species diversity is very good with elm, aspen, oak, hawthorn, rowan and bird cherry also being present. 
This large woodland area has become an important wintering area for deer, perhaps the most important in the South Sub Group. In 2009, part of the SSSI woodland area was fenced off to begin a regeneration process, with the rest of the woods left open to provide winter shelter.
In terms of deer welfare within the South Group, these woods in Glen Lochay are strategically important, and it is suggested that no further enclosures are contemplated here until the first regeneration enclosure within the SSSI is secure and fences there can be taken down. In the medium to longer term, the very large areas of new woodland planted further up the glen will become available to deer as shelter, and this will spread deer pressure over a much wider area, potentially taking pressure of these woods further down the glen and possibly allowing more birch/ willow regeneration to become established. Modest regeneration does already occur under existing circumstances, and a proportion of this does become established. This site is noted previously in this document.
Innerhadden Birch Woodlands (Area 2)

These woodlands are currently at Very High Impact. Sheep were removed from this area in 2009, considerably reducing the overall herbivore pressure, although in the time since, these woods have become a key wintering area on Loch Rannoch, with deer excluded from much of the rest of the woodland area to the west by fences. The structure of these woodlands suggests a reduced canopy, heavily grazed system that appears to be fragmenting and declining. There are a number of very old and important veteran trees, but there is also a younger pulse of birch trees, 30-50 years old as well, and some very modest recent regeneration that has got away.  The important characteristic of these woods however is that they are a very old wood pasture system, dating back to the mid 1700’s. At that point, they were very much larger, extending west on to the ground now planted in commercial conifers. What we see at Innerhadden today is not a birch wood that is fragmenting, but a very old wood pasture system that has actually got more trees on it today than it may have done for several centuries. This history makes these woodlands significantly different to others in the deer group, and it is in this relatively open/ grazed nature that the current conservation and biodiversity interest lies. A high/ very high herbivore impact must therefore be accepted as part of that, as long as it does not place the longer term existence of the habitat at risk. The current structure is unlikely to change significantly for 50-60 years under current circumstances.
The Kynachan birch woodlands (Area 3)

This very extensive swath of birch woodlands is also down at Very High impact levels, but this is at odds with the age structure of the woods that are present. These woods have been spreading up the hill for 30-40 years, and regeneration from 5- 40 years is evident across the area, becoming established and moving up the hill. There is an almost perfect woodland edge which benefits black cock in the area, and which is relatively rare through most of the rest of the group area.
It is suggested here that the Very High impact level given for Kynachan is misleading, and the ages of regeneration present suggest that birch trees are able to seed and grow away under current conditions.

Dun Coilich (Area 4)

Dun Coillich is a planted native woodland scheme, approx 10- 12 years old (2015). It is completely fenced off from the main deer range, although there has been long standing problems in getting to grips with the internal roe deer population, and occasional break-ins of red deer have occurred. The result has been a very poorly established planting, with very high browsing levels, as reflected in the Very High Impact assessment.  Over the last 3-4 years, very concentrated efforts have been made to reduce the internal roe deer population with considerable success, and it is now understood that the woodland is beginning to develop and become established. This woodland is now looking well, is visible in the wider landscape, and starting to fulfil a role in habitat connectivity locally. The scheme has been signed off by FCS.
Meggernie Woodlands (Area 5)

To the east of pinewoods and on the north side of the Lyon lies a long strip of mixed woodland. Approx 75 ha of this is birch dominated and has been assessed as having Very High Impacts. Just to the west of this lies a spruce/ larch dominated block of similar size which is also all on the NWSS database, and will also be at Very High impact. These areas are  separate to the Meggernie enclosure mentioned previously. As with the Glen Lochay woods and, to a lesser extent the Innerhadden ones, this area is very important as shelter for deer right at the heart of Glen Lyon. In recent years, a huge 600 ha enclosure has been formed to the west of here incorporating existing woodland, the native pinewoods and new native planting as well as traditional wintering ground, making the value of these woodlands and those opposite at Kerrowmore all the more important. It is suggested that very significant deer welfare issues might arise if deer did not have access to these woodland areas in winter.

Looking forwards, it is likely that in 20 years that the 600 ha enclosure will be opened up, providing shelter and feeding over a much wider area again, and reducing impacts in these woodlands. If regeneration of these woods is required, then that is the likely time window for doing so. At the moment, although some of the trees are widely spaced, the extent and stocking levels within these woods are such that they constitute quite a resilient woodland remnant, able to withstand a further period without regenerating.
It is therefore suggested that these woods are retained for deer shelter, but the opening up of adjacent ground in 20 years will create a new dynamic and new possibilities, and that will be the time to address the future of these particular woodlands.

In total, the above sites cover an area of approx. 3175 ha. For some of them, it can be argued that herbivore impacts are already suitable for these sites, either allowing regeneration or like Innerhadden, they are woodland pasture sites that will have, by definition, higher browsing impacts. Others such as Dun Coillich have addressed browsing issues. Many others have a range of other factors affecting overall satisfactory condition, which are either in hand or will simply take time to resolve. For some of these, for example, Drummond Hill, a proportion of non native species is important to the conservation value of the site.
In addition to the above, it should be noted that 8 ha of non designated woodland will have moved to lower impacts at the Innishewan site, and that there were 95 ha of non designated high impact native woods within the large Meggernie enclosure. Between these two sites, that should be another 103 ha of high impacts moving to the lower categories.
All of this shows the complexity of the kind of decisions that have to be made, and this is likely to be the case in other DMG areas as well.

Demonstrate DMG contribution to woodland expansion target

There has been a significant increase in woodland area within the DMG over the past 20 years or so (2015), with 1535 hectares being established under the Scottish Rural Development Programme (SRDP) since 2008, 388 hectares being established under the Scottish Forestry Grant Scheme (SFGS) since 2003, and 2119 hectares being established under the Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS) since 1994. See 10. BDMG Woodland Creation Map.

This woodland expansion amounts to 4042 hectares in total, or 27 % of the woodland area today. Although the overall increase in terms of area is modest, the proportional increase has therefore been very significant over twenty years or so. Of the most recently planted woodland under SRDP, 99 % consisted of native woodland plantings or native woodland regeneration, with the remaining 1% comprised of 8 ha of mixed broadleaves/ mixed conifers. There has been no “commercial” conifer planting in that time at all. Almost all of this recent planting has therefore been with native species, as is the case with the restocking of conifer plantations felled over this period. The very small level of native woodland regeneration will be largely due to the nature of the SRDP grant scheme, in which this was a particularly risky financial undertaking. It actually represents a very large proportion of the overall Scotland total. Such low levels of regeneration do have significant consequences for improving native woodland habitat networks.
During the production of this plan, only 2-3 properties indicated that they were interested in woodland creation within the next 5 year period, possibly up to 300 ha of new planting. It appears that the priority for most members is to secure the proper establishment of the large area of native woodland planted in the previous 5 year period.
As has been noted in the updated version of the DMP Working Plan, there has been a total of approx 160 ha established up to summer 2018, with the John Muir Trust project starting over winter 2018/19. The schemes delivered are therefore in line with expectations, and no significant new schemes have come forwards. Since 2015, BDMG members have prioritized the maintenance and upkeep of schemes established in the previous five year period.
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